Corporate Parenting Thematic Group
Annual Report 1 April 2022 — 31 March 2023
1.0 Introduction

Corporate Parenting means the responsibility that Aberdeenshire Council and its
partners has for looked after children and young people, and those who have moved
on from the care of the local authority. Aberdeenshire’s young people told us that a
good corporate parent is:

“When Aberdeenshire Council and people who work there act as our parent and
take responsibility for doing everything that a good parent should do, for looked
after children and care leavers”.

ﬁ During the reporting period, corporate parenting
was one of the five priority areas of the

. Aberdeenshire Children’s Services Plan 2020-23.
/ for child The Corporate Parenting Leads Group is chaired

\ AR by the Social Work Manager (Corporate

Parenting) and aims to ensure that
Aberdeenshire’s care experienced young people:

1. Are at the heart of decision making in relation to all aspects of their lives and
are supported to make their views and wishes heard.

2. Are supported to feel safe and secure in their placements and involved in their
wider communities.

3. Have access to good health and wellbeing services and are enabled to become
responsible for their own health and wellbeing. They will know their health
history, in particular when leaving care.

4. Have the best opportunities to fulfil their potential, and that we have high
aspirations for their futures, with the right support being offered, at the right
time.

5. Will be prepared for further education, employment and independent living,
ensuring they have suitable accommodation, and are able to live independently
with limited but accessible and appropriate support, and experience greater
stability.

The group meets two-monthly to consider an agenda of items which focus on
continuously improving outcomes and experience for looked after and care
experienced children and young people. Commonly, small short-life working groups
are established to take forward actions based on this. The groups then report back on
progress made and any recommendations following completion of the work are
discussed and if appropriate, agreed.



The Corporate Parenting Leads Group consists of agency representatives from key
services with corporate parenting responsibility. There is a very high level of multi-
agency participation with meetings being attended by on average 20 participants each
time and each agency is also involved in work going forward from the meetings.
Current representation is as follows:
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Fig. 1. Membership of Aberdeenshire Corporate Parenting Leads Group

Membership is regularly reviewed to ensure that all agencies and services in
Aberdeenshire with a corporate parenting responsibility are contributing to the group.
A representative from Who Cares? Scotland will be joining the group from April 2023.

Alongside last year’s annual report (2021-22), a new corporate parenting plan for
Aberdeenshire was presented, based on the Promise Plan 21-24 and the 5 priority
areas identified therein:
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Fig.2: The Five Priority areas as identified in the Promise Plan 21-24

Seven local priorities for Aberdeenshire were identified, with a number of actions within
each priority:
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Fig. 3: Aberdeenshire’s Corporate Parenting Plan Priorities



Each priority is linked to the eight wellbeing indicators of Safe, Healthy, Achieving,
Nurtured, Active, Responsible, Respected and Included as outlined within Getting It
Right for Every Child (GIRFEC). Each priority also references the United Nations
Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) articles which the priority corresponds
to, demonstrating the group’s commitment to the articles of the convention. Each
individual action references which of the priority areas in the Promise Plan 21-24 the
action seeks to address.

The COVID 19 pandemic has had a significant impact on looked after and care
experienced young people over the past three years. Although there was a
considerable relaxing of restrictions over the current reporting period, a great deal of
work has been required to emerge from the pandemic and support children and young
people in the aftermath of this. On a positive note, the pandemic and the need to
consider how best to return to “normal” service delivery, has prompted exploration of
alternative means of supporting children and young people using lessons learned from
the pandemic about alternatives ways of delivering supports.

Despite the need for considerable work in emerging from the pandemic, there has
been a significant amount of multi-agency service development in relation to corporate
parenting and a continued drive in Aberdeenshire to support care experienced children
and young people in the most effective ways possible.

2.0 Key Legislation / Policy / National Strategy

The central national drivers in relation to corporate parenting are:

1. Part 9 of the Children and Young People (Scotland) Act 2014

This legislation outlines that there are several statutory obligations on corporate
parents in relation to children and young people who are, or who have been, in their
care:
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Fig. 4: The six corporate
parenting responsibilities to
looked after children and care
leavers.



The legislation makes clear that there must be appropriate collaboration between
corporate parenting and reporting on the exercising of these responsibilities. Both of
these are central to the work of the Corporate Parenting Leads Group

2. Scotland’s Independent Care Review
2020 and “The Promise” to Scotland’s V
looked after and care experienced we will

children and young people #KeepThePrumise

“The Promise” was published in February 2020, detailing the findings of the Scottish
Government’s independent care review which had taken place over the preceding four
years.

This document, and its
accompanying publications,

outlined that radical
transformation of Scotland’s

Voice

care system is required. The
report identified five key
foundations upon which this
transformation must occur:

Scaffolding

In order to ensure that Scotland keeps its Promise by the identified timeframe of 2030,
the first of three plans were published on 31 March 2021, spanning the period 2021-
24. This plan identified five priority areas:

A Good Childhood: Children who have been removed from their family of origin and
live in and around the ‘care system’ will have a good, loving childhood. Ensuring that
children in Scotland’s ‘care system’ feel loved, their needs are met, and their rights are
upheld is a priority for 21-24. This change is urgent, it must be a focus for all
organisations that have responsibility towards care experienced children and young
people.

Whole Family Support: All families need support at different times of their lives and
family support is a crucial emphasis for 21-24. The United Nation Convention on the
Rights of the Child recognises family as the fundamental group in society and the
natural environment for growth and wellbeing. Supporting families is a children’s rights
imperative. ‘Families’ means all families including families of origin, kinship, foster and
adoptive families. Support will not be predicated on the setting of care. Supporting
families to stay together and thrive was an imperative before the pandemic and is of
even greater import now.



Planning: There needs be a different approach to investment and planning. National
partners have a significant role to play in ensuring a new context for funding,
investment and planning. Children and families live in local communities and use local
services. It is important that their experiences and outcomes are not determined simply
by which local community they live in or local service they use. Planning and
investment should be nationally coordinated to ensure that children and families get
what they need.

Supporting the Workforce: Children experience the ‘care system’ through people.
Over Plan 21-24, support for people who care and continue to care if times get tough,
will improve. There will be consistency of approach, values and understanding across
Scotland’s workforce.

Building Capacity: Over the next 3 years, there will be a focus on work that ensures
that the structural underpinning of the ‘care system’ is orientated to the needs of
children and families. This work to build capacity and coherence reflects the planned
obsolescence of The Promise Scotland. It will not always be there to provide oversight
and accountability and the structures need to move to ensure that the scaffolding
around the ‘care system’ facilitates and upholds children’s rights.

3.0 Aberdeenshire Context

Figure 5 below shows the numbers of children looked after in Aberdeenshire over the
past five years. It is evident from this that the number of looked after children has
continued to reduce over this period. There has been a reduction in children and
young people looked after at home during this time (as can be seen in figure 6), which
potentially indicates the increasing strength of GIRFEC and child’s planning
processes, whereby multi-agency support is provided at the right time for families on
a voluntary basis rather than this requiring referral to the children’s hearing system.
The reduction in numbers of children who are looked after also potentially reflects the
increasing level of intensive support being provided to families to enable young people
to remain at home with their families. Details of further innovative approaches in this
area, which it is predicted will lead to further reductions in children coming into care,
are contained later in this report.

When numbers of looked after children are reducing, it is important that there is also
curiosity around whether this means that children are not coming into care when they
should and may be at home in high risk situations. Aberdeenshire has robust multi-
agency arrangements in place to ensure that children and young people are effectively
protected from harm, and this was reflected in the joint inspection of services which
took place during 2022 and which found Aberdeenshire’s services for children at risk
of harm to be “very good”. A further consideration in this area is that national data
shows a similar pattern of reducing numbers of children coming into care across the
country. For example between 2020 and 2021 (most recent figures available) there
was a national reduction in looked after children of 8.3%.



Number of Children Looked After in Aberdeenshire
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Fig 5: number of looked after children in Aberdeenshire between 2019 and 2023
as at March each year

Figure 6 below details the numbers of children and young people looked after in the
different accommodation types as at March 2023 and gives a comparison to the
situation at March 2022. As noted previously, there has been an overall reduction in
numbers of looked after children, and in analysing the breakdown of this further it is
possible to see that the reductions relate mainly to the areas of living at home with
parents, living with friends and relatives, and living with local authority foster carers.
Numbers of young people in either care only residential provision, or residential school
have remained relatively stable.

Number of Children / Young People Looked
After by Type of Accommodation
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Figure 6: number of children looked after in each type of accommodation:
March 2023 compared to March 2022



It is possible to see in figure 7 below the breakdown of ages of looked after children
in Aberdeenshire as at March 2023. It is positive to see a continuing trend of young
people remaining where they are living on a looked after basis post 16. Additionally,
young people who are looked after at the point of turning 16 are entitled to “continuing
care”, which means remaining where they are living up until the age of 21. Foster and
kinship families offering continuing care are paid allowances at same level up to 21 as
they would be when the young person was residing on a looked after basis. In addition
to the 69 young people who have remained on a looked after basis post-16, a further
13 have converted to continuing care.

It is evident from the chart below that there has been a reduction across the board of
younger children being looked after, but a slight increase in young people 12+ being
looked after. This could indicate a need to now focus on providing increasing levels
of support to families of older younger people to enable them to remain at home with
the right supports in place.
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Figure 7: Ages of children looked after in Aberdeenshire as at March 2023.

Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting responsibilities also extend to young people who
have left care and who were looked after at the point of turning 16 years old. These
young people are supported by the Throughcare and Aftercare Team and other key
people in their lives to get ready for moving on at a time that is right for them, and
when they do move on to independence they can be supported by the Throughcare
and Aftercare team up to the age of 26 if they wish for this support. Any young people
who choose not to take up this support are held on a “review and monitor” list and are
contacted regularly (at least six-monthly) by the team to remind them that support
continues to be available to them if they require this in the future. During 2022-23



there were 87 “re-engagements” of young people with the throughcare and aftercare
team for support having previously been placed on “review and monitor”. The team
have had a settled staff group for several years and this has allowed significant
opportunity to develop relationship-based practice. Young people re-engaging with
the team are often able to be redirected to team members who supported them
previously. It is considered that this contributes to the high number of young people
re-engaging with the service when they do need help and prevents them getting to a
point of crisis.

Figure 8 shows the breakdown of young people supported by the Throughcare and

Aftercare Team:

Continuing
Care, 13

Left Care, 87

Preparing to
Leave Care, 32

Review and
Monitor, 213

Figure 8: Young people who have left/are preparing to leave care supported by the
Throughcare and Aftercare Team, as at end March 2023

In addition to these young people who are statutorily entitled to support, the team
provide support on a discretionary basis to a number of other young people who have
been at risk of being looked after, or who have care experience but who may not have
been looked after at the point of turning 16. The team provided support to 42 such
young people over the course of 2022-23.

4.0 How have outcomes been improved for children/young people/families in
line with the aims and strategic priorities of Aberdeenshire Children’s
Services Plan?

The following is an update on the progress of the 7 priorities of Aberdeenshire’s
Corporate Parenting Plan and the associated actions contained within each of these
priorities.



Priority 1. Your voice will be heard. Your views will be listened to you and your
rights upheld. You will have access to services including advocacy to ensure
this happens.

Children’s Rights Service

Aberdeenshire’s Children’s Rights Service plays an intrinsic role in enabling children
and young people to know their rights and have their voice heard. During the reporting
period 132 referrals were received for children’s rights support in respect of 67
individual young people. 32 of these young people are new to the service, indicating
that it is well known about and young people are happy to use the service. A
guestionnaire is sent out to all young people who use the service inviting their feedback
on the support received.

Additionally, a new service within children’s rights supporting children and young
people in child protection has taken off and 28 referrals in respect of 20 young people
have so far been received. All but two of these young people are new to the children’s
rights service.

The children’s rights officers feed into a number of strategic groups within the council
and ensure that the voice of care experienced young people are at the centre of
service developments. Children’s rights officers support the Young People’s
Organising and Campaigning Group (YPOC) members to attend Twilight Sessions
with their corporate parenting leads and where possible support YPOC Group
members to meet directly with corporate parents and councillors. The team also
provide training for other professionals on children’s rights and ensure young people’s
voice underpins this.

Twilight Sessions

Corporate parents in Aberdeenshire have
begun facilitating twilight sessions for
children and young people. This is an
opportunity for those living in care across
the authority to come together to engage
in fun activities and meet some of their
corporate parents. The aim of these
sessions is to ensure children and young
people have a say in service delivery and
what their corporate parents can do to
improve their experiences of living in care.
There has been interest shown by Corporate Parents from Scottish Fire
Corporate Parenting Leads from across a  and Rescue, Children’s Social Work,

variety of services to be involved in helping  children’s Rights, Virtual Head Teacher,
facilitate these sessions. To date two have Looked After Child Nurse and Our

been held during the period 01/04/2022 to
31/03/2023, the first by the Scottish Fire
and Rescue Service (7 young people

Family Firm at the Peterhead Fire
Station Twilight Session
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attended) and the second by NESCol Fraserburgh College (12 young people
attended).

Young people gave feedback at both of the sessions which has been used to plan
future events:

Enjoyed
seeing old
friends

| liked getting
to sit in the fire
engine

Made some
pals

| really enjoyed
all of it

They also gave other really useful feedback around the length of the sessions, the
timings, and venues that they would also like events to take place at. The plan is
continue to roll these out across Aberdeenshire, with the support of varying Corporate
Parenting Leads and venues, led by the feedback from young people as to what they
would like from the sessions.

Young People’s Organising and Campaigning Group (YPOC)

The YPOC Group has continued to meet on roughly a monthly basis. The group plays
a pivotal role in bringing awareness to the issues which face children and young people
who are or who have been looked after. There is a core group of 7 young people,
some that have been part of the group for a long time and some that have joined more
recently, with two young people joining in the past year.

The YPOC Group has continued their campaign to
highlight the stigma faced by care experienced

young people. They have looked at the things NN ‘ﬁ/

people believe about children and young people in d
care and what they would say to challenge this. . o4
The young people are working with the Youth
Music Initiative and this has involved additional /’
sessions at weekends and evenings. They are // 4 x\
writing, performing and producing a rap and writing { {

and performing song lyrics to get their messages

on stigma across.

Once this is complete they will be part of a concert to perform their work and will also
look at how best to roll it out within the council and their corporate parents.
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Bright Spots

CELCIS (the Centre for Excellence for Children’s Care and
Protection) partnered with Coram Voice to bring ‘Bright
Spots’ to Scotland with a plan to pilot surveys for looked
after children and care leavers with three pilot local
authorities. After applying, Aberdeenshire was one of the
three local authorities chosen as a pilot site. The Bright
Spots Programme seeks to measure children’s subjective
wellbeing, ensuring their voices are heard and properly
represented. In February/March 2022 all children in care
aged 4-18yrs and young people who have left care were
asked to take part in an online survey to find out how they
felt about their lives.

203 children in care responded to the survey from a total eligible population of 298: a
response rate of 68%. Children and young people with different living arrangement
were all well represented in the survey, with 43% living with foster carers, 23% living
with kin, 17% in care at home, and 13% living in residential settings. 64 young people
responded to the survey from a care leaver population of 156: a response rate of 41%.

68%

of our children and young people in care . ‘

- r' ]]']8

41%
of our care leavers

Detailed reports for both surveys were provided by CELCIS, presenting the results of
the surveys. Children and young people shared what is working well for them in their
lives and what areas need improving.
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What is Working well? I am barely ill anymore,

because | am more outside

86% of children (8-11yrs) and now and eat more vegetables,
Y 87% of young people (11-18yrs) and being outside has helped

answered that they had spent time my confidence
K outdoors in nature at least once this week. caE e
E Is your life improving?
Y All of the 4-7 year olds always o ©

¥ felt safe where they live. I am happy being in o
care because it .
F makes me feel safe = =
| ' Just 9% of children and young Age 8-11yrs oY =
N ¢ people (8-18yrs) in Aberdeenshire o
D hardly ever or never felt they were ° N
listened to when decisions were made about = o =
I their lives. A higher proportion (14%) in the NPT ©
N  Bright Spots comparator group felt they were = ©H I
G not listened to, though the question asked Alot A bit No Abit Much
g specifically about decisions social workers worse worse change better better
make about their lives.
8-11yrs m11-18yrs
All children aged 8-11yrs trusted 82% of children and young people in care
S the adults they lived with all or (8-18yrs) felt their lives were getting better.

some of the time.

(8))]

Example from Bright Spots report on children in care

The areas where improvements were identified as needed helped inform
Aberdeenshire’s updated corporate parenting plan, and action has already been taken
to address some of the key issues highlighted. For example, young people who have
left care told us that transitions, particularly those involving leaving care, continue to
be challenging and require improvement. Young people’s voices have been heard and
there is a strong commitment to addressing this, ensuring transitions work well for
future young people due to leave care. A working group has been formed which seeks
to review the transition process, ensuring each young person experiences a transition
that is tailored to their needs, at a time when they are ready, that they have equal
opportunities to resources and are fully supported by workers they share trusting
relationships with.

Children and young people in care reported that although many have had their social
worker for over 1 year, relationships could be improved, particularly in the aspect of
nurturing trust. This has resulted in us identifying a piece of work which will focus on
the relationships shared between children and their workers and the quality time spent
with one another. Children and young people who attend Aberdeenshire’s twilight
sessions will be asked about what they think social workers could do to build trusting
relationships with them, and gain their views about how this would happen i.e., what
does quality time look like with a social worker? How often do they think social workers
should see them? In parallel to this, an audit will be undertaken, looking at a random
sample across Aberdeenshire. This will help determine the level of contact being had
with children, the relationships shared and the language used in case recordings. This
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may result in recommendations about how improvements can be made in this area to
ensure children share meaningful contact with workers in a way that will nurture a
sense of trust and care and ensure records that are held about them are written in a
way that is personal and respectful.

In order to share the results of the surveys with children and young people, a video
was produced with the help of a group of care experienced young people: Bright Spots
Surveys (canva.com). The Bright Spots project was highlighted in Aberdeenshire’s
recent joint inspection of children at risk of harm as a particular example of good
practice:

ﬁPartners had created opportunities for care experienced children ancx

young people to influence service delivery and improvements.
Commendably, the partnership had worked collaboratively with Coram
Voice and CELCIS to carry out comprehensive surveys of looked after
children and young people and care leavers as part of the Bright Spots
pilot. In 2022, 267 care experienced children and young people aged 4 —
26 completed the surveys. This meant that partners had detailed
information about the views and experiences of children and young
people’s safety, wellbeing, relationships and outcomes. This was being
used to influence service planning in children’s services.”

Report of a joint inspection of services for children and young people at

K risk of harm in Aberdeenshire, p21 J

Digital Platform

Work has been underway for some time now to establish a digital platform for young
people to find out more about services and supports available to them when they are
care experienced, and to engage with their corporate parents. There is a recognition
however that there is a need to pause the current development and engage further
with young people about the platforms and technologies they are using, to ensure that
this meets their needs.

Priority 2: You will belong to a loving home, staying there for as long as you
need to. Where you cannot live with your family, you will have high quality
alternative care. You will receive all the support you need during periods of
change.

Coming Into Care / Moving Placements Checklist

In last year’s annual report it was highlighted that a new checklist had been developed,
co-produced by children and young people, on coming into care and moving
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placements. This came on the back of the Young People’s Organising and
Campaigning Group’s campaign on this area. The checklist covers areas that young
people have said are important to them when coming into care or moving somewhere
new, such as this having been discussed with them in advance, being consulted about
staying at the same school or moving to a new one, ensuring that they have all of their
important belongings with them when they move.

There is an expectation that the checklist is used every time a child needs to come
into care or move somewhere new and data is gathered on the use of this through

monitoring forms which are completed for

42 each looked after child review. This
40 information tells us that there is still further
38 work to do to ensure that use of the
36 checklist is fully embedded. This will be a
34 . focus of activity over the next reporting
32 period.

Yes No

W Coming Into Care / Moving Placements
Checklist Completed?

Preparation for Moving (Foster Carer Profiles — Could mention work on Tiktoks at SP
too)

In line with what young people reported while working with social work staff to complete
the “Coming Into Care and Moving Placements” checklist, young people feeling as
prepared as possible for moving to a new place is crucial. With this in mind the
ambition within Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting plan is for all foster carers to have
family friendly profiles of themselves which can be shared with young people in
advance of them moving to foster care. This is always an ongoing process as new
fostering households are approved. However, there has been a focus on ensuring that
the profiles could be made available to children and young people having to move to
a foster family in an emergency at weekends or in evenings when there wasn't the
chance for them to visit and become familiar with where they were going to stay. All
current out of hours foster carers on the rota have a family friendly profile, most of
these are paper based but can be sent as an attachment to the young person's mobile
phone or printed off. Out of hours staff have access to the profiles. Some of the carers
are considering videos and exploration is also underway as to audio files being added
to the paper profiles as this was suggested by a foster carer.

Staff within children’s homes have also been exploring alternative ways of preparing
young people for moving to their care. Listening to young people as to the mediums
and platforms they currently use has been crucial to this. For example at one of
Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes, young people reported that Tiktok was their
preferred platform and therefore staff have worked to develop short (1-2 minute) Tiktok
videos introducing staff, the living environment, the manager, the aims and objectives
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of the service. These will only be accessible to young people who are in the process
of moving to the home and will not be able to be viewed publicly.

Physical Restraint in Children’s Homes

Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes have adopted the principles of Dyadic
Developmental Psychotherapy (DDP) as one of the key models underpinning the way
they care for young people who live there. This model utilises the PACE model
(Playfulness, Acceptance, Curiosity and Empathy) as a way of caring for young people
in a nurturing, loving and safe way. The majority of staff from Aberdeenshire’s
children’s homes have completed a 4 day DDP training course in September/October
2021 and a further 4 day training event has been scheduled for September 2023. This
will ensure that any staff who were unable to undertake the original training are
afforded the opportunity, as well as any new staff who have joined the service since
this time. Having all staff trained in the same approach will allow for consistency of
approach within and across the children’s homes in Aberdeenshire. A one day
refresher course has also been scheduled for staff in September 2023 who undertook
the 4 day training course in 2021, to ensure that the principles, skills and knowledge
acquired are kept live.

DDP is becoming embedded in Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes in a number of
different ways. Each children’s home has a “DDP Ambassador’. The DDP
Ambassadors meet regularly to share good practice examples across the teams. DDP
forms part of staff supervision, team meetings, etc.

Adopting a DDP based model in Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes has allowed for
further consideration of physical restraint within the homes. The Promise is very clear
on this area:

/“Care experienced children and young adults told the Care Review how
frightening, painful and embarrassing the use of restraint is for them ...
Scotland must strive to become a nation that does not restrain its children.”

The Promise, p85

)

Aberdeenshire is proud of the fact that there have been no instances of restraint within
its children’s homes for several years and this continued to be the case over the
current reporting period. Given this, combined with the call to action within the Promise
and the opportunities with the new model of DDP, the decision has been made to
formally remove physical restraint as an option within Aberdeenshire’s children’s
homes. Staff will no longer be trained in carrying out safe holds. They will continue
to receive training in managing challenging situations, protective stances and in de-
escalation.
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Review of Aberdeenshire’s Children’s Homes Provision

Over the course of the reporting period a comprehensive review of residential
childcare in Aberdeenshire has been undertaken. This has involved consulting with
residential staff, children’s home managers, young people and social workers, to
understand the shape that this provision should take into the future.

[Children’s home] have an amazing staff team who ensure that the young people
in their care are happy, content, stimulated, feeling safe and loved. The young

people are treated as the individual they are, they have a say in their own care
needs, they are listened to and respected

Example of feedback gathered during the residential childcare review

The review has affirmed that residential childcare continues to be a vital service to
young people in Aberdeenshire and consideration will be given to expanding this
provision further. Exploration took place within the review about areas such as shift
patterns and it was concluded that the existing model of 24 hour shifts to care for
young people, with staff sleeping over during these shifts, was the most appropriate
means of caring for young people and providing as much continuity, consistency and
normality as possible for them.

Next steps following the completion of the review will be on taking forwards the key
recommendations of the review. For example, in the two larger children’s homes,
designating one room as a place where young people can return to if for example
going off to university, joining the armed forces, or working away from home. Also
improving multi-agency working with colleagues in education to ensure that all young
people living in children’s homes have access to appropriate educational provision.

Joint Working Between Children’s Homes and Police Scotland

Police Scotland continue to participate in the Corporate Parenting Leads Group, and
to contribute to the delivery of the corporate parenting plan. All homes continue to
work very closely with the Return and Harm Reduction Officer for Children and Young
People (Police Scotland). This ensures effective communication regarding any
concerns about young people where supportive plans can be put in place.

Joint Working Between Children’s Homes and Child and Adolescent Mental Health
Services

During the review period an extremely positive relationship has been established
between Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes and the Child and Adolescent Mental
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Health Service. Each children’s home now has access to a monthly consultation with
a Consultant Psychotherapist who can offer advice, guidance and support in relation
to caring for the young people within the homes. Anecdotal feedback from staff and
managers within the homes is extremely positive and next steps are to gather more
formal feedback in relation to the impact of this intervention and the outcomes for
young people as a result. It continues to be recognised that there is more to do in
relation to ensuring that young people have timely access to mental health supports
when this is required.

Therapeutic Fostering Assessment (TFA)

It is recognised within Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting plan that there is a need
to adapt the approach which is taken to recruiting, assessing, training and supporting
foster carers, with a greater emphasis on ensuring that applicants are trauma-
informed, having a full understanding of the needs of children who are likely to come
into their care and how best to provide nurturing, therapeutic care. With this in mind
Aberdeenshire has partnered with the Centre for Excellence in Child Trauma (COECT)
to pilot a new approach called the Therapeutic Fostering Assessment (TFA).

4 families who have applied to become foster carers have agreed to pilot this new
approach, while other prospective carers continue to be assessed through the existing
process, the Skills to Foster. This will allow for benchmarking against this existing
process. With this in mind a measurement plan has been developed which will allow
for evaluation whether this pilot represents an improvement to the way in which carers
are equipped to look after children who need foster care and ultimately therefore
whether this improves outcomes for these children. This will enable decision making
around any wholescale changes to the approach to this area. The measurement plan
includes feedback from carers who have experienced the process.

Initial observations are that although it was expected that the process would be quicker
and less time consuming for recruitment workers as it is mainly undertaken
electronically — the process has actually taken longer to support applicants through
this. Some of which was expected as this was a new process and staff and applicants
needed time to become familiar with the online templates and process.

Of the 4 prospective fostering households that began the process, one decided at the
start not to proceed and another prospective household began the assessment
instead. One prospective household has completed the COECT training modules and
assessment and have been successfully approved as foster carers. Of the three
remaining prospective fostering households, 2 have completed and passed all of the
COECT training modules and are currently working with their respective recruitment
workers on completing their assessments.

Initial findings are that the training modules have been particularly well received but
the assessment process has taken longer than anticipated to be completed
electronically. There has been less support available form the COECT team than
anticipated, though the process itself has been thorough with regard to prospective
foster carers becoming trauma informed.
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Therapeutic Transitions Worker

Where children are not able to live within their family origin, either with their parents,
or with extended family members, one alternative option which is available is adoption.
Children who require adoption will always have endured some level of loss, and most
will have experienced some form of abuse, neglect and trauma. Creating new families
on this basis therefore requires particular skill, as well as the investment of
considerable time. A recent report by the Adoption, Fostering and Kinship Alliance
(AFKA) Scotland on the disruption (permanent breakdown) of adoption and fostering
arrangements highlighted a number of factors which create vulnerabilities and
increased chance of breakdown of these types of care. THE DISRUPTION OF
ADOPTION AND PERMANENT FOSTER PLACEMENTS (afkascotland.org) This
includes lack of preparation of children, difficulties in relationships between the adults
involved, transitions which were not fully child-centred, and lack of life story work.

With this in mind, Aberdeenshire has taken forward a plan to recruit a Therapeutic
Transitions Worker, who will be based within the Adoption Service. The aim of this
new post will be to specifically support children, adopters and all others involved
through the journey of adoption. It is envisaged that this will transform the level of
support available to children and adopters through this process, ensuring transitions
are child-led with children’s needs and views at the heart of them, moving into the care
of adopters who have a clear understanding of trauma and are supported to provide
therapeutic parenting.

This activity has represented a very good example of cross-working between the
different thematic groups which exist within Aberdeenshire’s GIRFEC structure. While
the activity sits within the Corporate Parenting thematic group, funding for two years
has been granted via the Mental Health and Wellbeing thematic group, recognising
the devastating impact that the breakdown of permanent care settings can have on
children and young people’s mental wellbeing.

Interviews for the post were held in March 2023 and a candidate was appointed. An
early priority was for the new postholder to attend Theraplay level 1 training in
preparation for the role, which is now complete. Another priority is to carefully plan
delivery of this new service to ensure the aims and objectives are being met in a
trauma sensitive manner. An important aspect of this is to consider how to effectively
measure the impact of this service in a meaningful way. A measurement plan will be
developed to capture both process and outcome focussed data on the extent to which
this new provision produces improved outcomes for children, young people and
adopters. The aim is for the post to be fully embedded in the service at 6-month
review. Initial focus will be on adoption however if this initial approach is successful
the ambition would be for the post to be broadened out to apply similar support to
children, young people and foster carers where permanent fostering is being pursued.
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Priority 3: When you are ready to move on to independence you will be fully
supported to do this at a pace that is right for you, receiving all the support you
need to thrive and succeed.

Documentation for Leaving Care

Leaving care without key documentation to be able to use as identification, such as a
passport, can significantly disadvantage young people when it comes to undertaking
basic tasks required to move on to independence. For example registering at a new
GP practice. Similarly, moving on without a bank account already set up can present
considerable challenges in setting up bill payments, receiving salary or benefit
payments. Aberdeenshire has therefore made a commitment within the corporate
parenting plan that no young person will leave care without an appropriate form of 1D
and a bank account.

Making a commitment, and ensuring that this is achieved for all young people, are two
separate matters, and therefore the following action has been taken to make sure that
this happens on a consistent basis:

e The importance of ensuring that this in place is included in guidance for children
and families social workers when referring young people to the throughcare and
aftercare team.

e Part of the Pathways assessment process, which must be completed for all
young people who are preparing to leave care, covers this area and asks for
confirmation that these have been put in place for young people. This is then
discussed at the young person’s last looked after child review before they leave
care.

e A monitoring form is completed for each Pathways review by the Pathways
review senior practitioner to capture key information about how well young
people are being supported in various areas. A question has now been added
to the form about this area. It will therefore be possible to report next year on
this once figures for a full reporting period are available.

Youth Housing Forum

The Youth housing Forum continues to take place 6 weekly and consists of
accommodation staff from the throughcare and aftercare team, housing service staff,
and the worker for the young person referred. The forum provides an opportunity for
young people who are at risk of homelessness to be referred, and discussed, and
supports identified for them to ensure they find suitable accommodation.

134 young people were discussed at 9 Youth Housing Forum meetings during
the reporting period. Some young people were discussed several times

therefore the number of individual young people will be less than this.
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Youth Education Forum

2022-23 saw a new collaboration between Aberdeenshire Council and North East
Scotland College to set up the College Forum, a regular meeting between the college
and the social work service, where social workers can refer young care experienced
people for discussion. The permanent members of the forum include NESCOL'’s
Student Support Manager, Student Admissions & Funding Manager and the
throughcare and aftercare team’s Local Area Coordinator for Education, Training and
Employment.

The group meet on a 6 weekly basis to establish a shared understanding of the young
care leavers already at college, and those who are known to be getting ready to attend
college soon. Since it began, the College Forum has discussed and coordinated
support for 15 young people. Feedback is that this is beneficial in helping young people
with how to manage their studies and therefore achieve positive outcomes for the
longer term.

The number of care leavers in education, training and employment has
increased from 43.9% in 2021-22 to 61.7% in 2022-23.

Digital Divide

Given the increasingly digital nature of the world, it is important to recognise how many
of these basic needs are enabled by access to online environments. “Digital access
must no longer be viewed as a luxury, or added extra, but as a fundamental rights
issue” (Centre for Excellence for Children’s Care and Protection,
2020). Aberdeenshire Council recognise that digital inclusion is a fundamental right
for the young people they work with, supporting them to access this world through the
provision of technology, data or Wi-Fi, skills training, and ongoing support.

In June 2021, a working group was formed to look at Bridging the Digital Divide for
care experienced young people. The short-term working group worked collaboratively
alongside the gathering of young people’s digital needs at each Pathway Review to
establish whether young people had the kit, connection, and digital confidence to
navigate the internet safely and successfully. A Digital Divide Guide was written which
is reviewed and amended annually. This contains the following undertaking:

Aberdeenshire Council’'s commitment therefore is that no young person will leave our
care without a digital device, an appropriate means of connection, and the skills they
need to ensure digital inclusion as they move through their transition years.

‘Digital Connection’ is a section in every Pathways Review agenda so any gaps can
be quickly identified and rectified.

Most young people supported by Throughcare and Aftercare have access to at least
one digital device and have home Wi-Fi or data allowances to stay connected.
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Laptops, tablets, and Mi-Fi packages have been provided to many young people by
Connecting Scotland, ensuring that they have digital connection throughout the
pandemic allowing them to remain in training or education however these packages
are ending and Aberdeenshire Council supports any young person on a low income
with any broadband costs.

From April 2022 to March 2023:

e 97.44% of young people who attend Pathways Reviews have internet access.

e 97.44% of young people who attend Pathways Reviews feel that their Wi-Fi is
meeting their online requirements.

e 71 young people have home Wi-Fi, 6 young people use a data package, and
1 young person has no access to the internet.

e 47 young people use internet for education, training, and employment.

e 98.72% of young people who attend Pathways Reviews feel confident online
and do not feel that they need any supports.

e 87.18% of young people who attend Pathways Reviews have access to a
combination of devices to access the internet which include phone, laptop,
PlayStation, and Xbox.

Has Internet access Meeting their online requirements
No 2 (2.58%) No 2 (2.56%
76 (97.44% Yes 76 (97.44%)
Internet access method Using WiFi for Education. Employment or
Training

O o ?
50 Yes No

Devices used to access internet Confident using online to access services

Resource Properties

Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting plan contains a commitment that: “Young people
will continue to receive opportunities to trial independent living in one of
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Aberdeenshire’s resource properties. This allows them to stay for up to 3 weeks in a
flat or house as many times as is required. We will seek to expand the number of
young people who make use of this resource”. There are two resource properties, a
flat in Peterhead and a house in Inverurie.

Use of the Resource properties has increased since the end of Covid restrictions.

There were 26 individual stays for young people at the 2 resource properties

over the course of 2022-23. This compared to 20 individual stays in 2021-22.

This includes a newer, more flexible approach for young people who may be anxious
to try living alone for the first time. There have been more young people completing
‘readiness for independence’ visits where they spend time at a resource property on
a more informal basis with their worker, perhaps practising cooking, until they feel
confident to book a trial stay.

After identifying a gap in housing options for young people moving on from being
looked after, a new project model has been developed, jointly between social work
and housing. ‘Stepping Stone’ is a house with capacity for 2 young people to share
for a period of 3-6 months so they can try out independent living for a longer period
but prior to moving onto their own temporary tenancy. Stepping Stone has visiting
staff to provide intensive, regular support from a small familiar team for the young
person, including social worker, accommodation officer, and Education, Training and
Employment coordinator. Staff at the adjoining Stonefield temporary accommodation
service also are available to keep an eye out for young people residing at Stepping
Stone.

A collaborative funding bid to Aberdeenshire’s Promise Board between housing and
throughcare and aftercare was successful and funding for a Housing Officer
specifically for young people was secured for a twelve month trial period. This worker
will be attached to the Stepping Stone project and will continue to support the young
person as they progress to their own tenancy.

Review of Transitions Into Independence

In the Bright Spots survey of young people who had moved from care, many young
people reported that they had experienced difficult transitions, particularly in relation
to the process of leaving care. Based on this, it is identified in Aberdeenshire’s
corporate parenting plan the need to review the process for transitions for young
people leaving care, collaborating with key partners.
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To take this work forward, a Transitions Working Group was established, led by the
Service Development Officer (The Promise). The group includes key staff such as
children and families workers, throughcare and aftercare, kinship and fostering
services.

The work of the group is ongoing however it has already been possible to make some
immediate changes. For example the Senior Practitioner from the throughcare and
aftercare team is now meeting with young people following their referral to the team to
discuss what throughcare and aftercare has to offer and to determine if it is the right
time for the young person to link in with the service. This allows for the young person
to gain an understanding of their entitlements and to guide how and when they want
to access support from the team. This is in the initial stages but to date, these face to
face or video call meetings have been useful and welcomed by both young people and
children and families' social workers.

Pathways Review Record as a Letter to Young People

As previously noted, considerable work has been going on in Aberdeenshire to
transform the way that information about children and young people is captured,
recorded, and disseminated. One example of this is with regards to the records of
Pathways reviews, which are the meetings held to review the plans which are in place
for supporting young people who have moved on from care into independence. These
records now take the form of a letter to the young person, and will often capture “softer”
information, such as discussion at the review about the young person’s pets, current
television interests, or music tastes, as well as key information such as their health
needs being met, having plans in place regarding work, training or study.

This work has led to national interest, and the
Senior Practitioner with responsibility for
chairing Pathways reviews was invited to
present on the subject at the Scottish
Throughcare and Aftercare Forum national
conference in November 2022 and produced
an article for Careknowledge, a UK-wide
platform which shares articles and good
practice relating to social work and social care.
They will also be presenting at a webinar called Storytelling Through Casenotes —
Language, Empathy and Validation, in July 2023.

Young people receive their letter and Action Plan, on the same day if it is sent by
encrypted email or within 2 days of their review if it is sent by Recorded Delivery.
Feedback continues to be sought from young people via a Microsoft Form which is
sent to them via a link following receipt of their letter. This feedback is crucial to getting
this right for the young people who are supported. The letter and action plan are shared
as soon as possible so its relevant and current for the young person and they can see
what has been agreed and what supports will be offered.
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Did you read your Do you prefer this format to a
Pathways Letter and more formal minute?
Action Plan?

o

= Yes = No m Yes = No

It was easy to
understand and well
written

| felt like It made sence and
suitable to my needs

Priority 4: When living with your family is not possible, you will stay with your
brothers and sisters. If it is not safe for you to stay together, your relationships
will be cherished and protected.

Brothers and Sisters Project Team

The Promise contains a strong call to action in relation to supporting brothers and
sisters in care to live together. Where this isn’t possible, it must be ensured that
relationships are cherished and protected. Part of Aberdeenshire’s corporate
parenting plan involves forming a Brothers and Sisters project team to drive this area
forward. This area is reported nationally as being a challenging area to address, and
therefore it has been identified that it is necessary to first understand the current
landscape in relation to this area.

With this in mind, an audit is currently underway, looking at all children who are living
in care and part of a sibling group (half and full) who are separated or who only partially
live together. This audit questions:

1. Why are children being separated?

2. Are their living arrangements formally reviewed once the decision is made
for them to be separated i.e., is consideration ever given to whether they
could live together at a later point?

3. If social work assesses that children need to live separately, is direct work
undertaken with them to improve their relationships? Not only does this
strengthen the relationships shared allowing children to better maintain
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connections with one another, it could also help inform updated
assessments as to whether children could live together in the future.

4. If children are separated, what arrangements are in place for them to see
one another?

A report will be compiled which will consider each of these areas and make
recommendations as to the way ahead.

Review of Family Time Arrangements

Young people told us through the Bright Spots surveys that they were not always being
able to spend time with key people who are important to them. Aberdeenshire’s
corporate parenting plan therefore contains a commitment to review the ways in which
it is understood who the key people are for children and young people who live away
from home, and how arrangements are made for them to spend time with these
people, where it is safe to do so. Work on this area is at a very early stage and will
connect to the work being undertaken in relation to Brothers and Sisters.

Collaboration with Third Sector Partners to Promote Brother and Sister Relationships

It is acknowledged that there are occasions where it will not be possible for brothers
and sisters to live together. However in these instances, it is also recognised that
there is a need to do more to promote positive relationships, allow meaningful time
together, and work to heal and restore loving relationships between brothers and
sisters. With this in mind, a collaboration between Aberdeenshire Council and
Barnardo’s are currently taking forward a proposal for a project to support this area.

The vision of this project is to establish a mobile resource which will enable the
transformation of community venues into environments where brothers and sisters can
come together to have fun and enjoy activities that reflect their needs and interests
and which promotes them to restore and maintain loving relationships with each other.
Alongside this locations will be chosen where a separate environment can be created
for their carers to meet and have opportunity to develop their relationships with each
other and feel valued. This recognises the central role which carers of children and
young people play in promoting relationships between brothers and sisters who do not
live together.

Aberdeenshire spans a large area and this brings challenges in bringing brothers and
sisters and their carers together. A mobile resource will enable us to respond to such
need and provide consistency and predictability for brothers and sisters using the
service. Providing this service directly through a third party, Barnardo’s, and avoiding
use of Social Work buildings, will offer reassurance and instil confidence consistent
with the objectives set out.

Next steps will be to finalise funding arrangements with Barnardo’s and take forward
a funding bid to the Aberdeenshire Whole Family Wellbeing Oversight Board. The
development of the project is being supported at each stage by STAR (Siblings
Reunited) who have considerable experience in bringing back together brothers and
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sisters who have been separated in the care system, through providing and promoting
good quality time together.

Priority 5: Where you are safe in your family and feel loved, you will receive all
the support you need to stay together.

Aspen Project

Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting plan contains the ambition that: “The Aspen
Project will trial wrap around, sustained and intensive work with young people in care,
on the edge of care or who have recently moved to supported/independent
accommodation, including those who have offended or are at risk of doing so. The
project will involve a multi-disciplinary team (MDT) supplementing the young person’s
existing support network with the aim of “Within 12 months, 8 families supported
through the Holistic Family Support approach, will have experienced improved
outcomes across key wellbeing indicators”. The project will operate on the basis of the
10 principles of family support.”

A multi-agency project team has been responsible for taking forward this ambition. In
the course of this, it has been identified that realising an aim such as this is a
particularly complex challenge and this has led to various occasions where it has been
necessary to rearticulate the direction of the project. In late 2022/early 2023, within
the context of capacity and staffing issues, the project team reviewed learning to date
and revisited project aims. This process resulted in the project aim remaining
unchanged but with a revised approach being taken in which the multi-disciplinary
team becomes a consultative resource which can draw upon and 'pull in' other
disciplines as/when required, and which also builds workforce resilience. The move to
this new model is currently on hold while further capacity/staffing issues are
addressed.

Notwithstanding the issues noted above, three of the original families who were
involved in the tests that informed project development continue to be supported. In
addition to identifying some progress towards achieving individual outcomes, review
of these cases exposed key themes which fed into the aforementioned review of the
project. These themes included, amongst others, the value of collaboration and
sharing of risk and of building and sustaining relationship; the power of the
professional modelling of language and workers' 'stickability'; issues around balancing
risk with resilience building; and, the impact of ‘compassion fatigue’, maintaining focus
and trauma informed practice.

Family Group Decision Making (FGDM)

FGDM is a national model which provides an opportunity for families and important
people in children and young people’s life to meet together to openly share and
discuss information. It is based on the principle that families can make positive plans
for their children if they have the information and support they need. By using a Family
Group Meeting, this helps families to find their own strengths and solutions. Family
members are the decision makers rather than professional workers. An independent
co-ordinator supports the process but is not otherwise involved with the family.
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Various research undertaken has shown the benefits of this approach and therefore
as part of Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting plan, a pilot FGDM project has been
developed. Funding has been agreed from Aberdeenshire’s Promise Board for an
initial two year period which has enabled the employment of a dedicated FGDM Co-
ordinator. The Co-ordinator started in post in October 2022 and the initial five months
were spent developing the service. A process for FGDM in Aberdeenshire has been
devised and information shared about how the process works. A range of leaflets for
children, family members and
professionals have been
developed. FGDM has now
gone live in pilot areas across
Aberdeenshire from March
2023. Children and families
social work teams can either
refer for a consultation or
make a full referral for a

Hi, my name is Laura, and | will be
helping you and your family to come
together to have a Family Group

Meeting.

| am called a Family Group Decision
Making Co-ordinator (FGDM Co-ordinator).

family to the service. ey

- R . » listen to you
PaI’tICIpatlon IS based on the » find out what is going well for you
family consenting to be part > find out what needs to be changed

Of th|S » help you to have a say in what’s happening right now;

» help you to have a say in how you are looked after.

Example section from FGDM leaflet for children and young people

Given the pilot has only just begun it is too early to report on any findings so far,
however this will be possible in future annual reports. However it is hypothesised that
the service will support more children to be able to remain at home with their families
with the right supports in place, or where this isn’t possible, will identify family members
who would be in a position to care for the child/ren enabling children to remain cared
for within their extended families even if they cannot stay at home with their parents.
A measurement plan has been devised which will seek to capture key information to
establish if this hypothesis is correct.

Priority 6: You will share trusting relationships with people that are there to
support you, who understand your story.

Training for Staff on Trauma

Considerable work has been underway in Aberdeenshire over the reporting period to
support training for staff in understanding and responding to trauma. It is likely that
children and young people coming into care will have experienced some level of
trauma. A multi-agency working group has been in place since September 2021. The
aim of the group was to consider the documents within the National Trauma Training

28



Programme and build a training pathway that could be accessed by all workers within
Aberdeenshire Council.

The group has considered all the documents within the National Trauma Training
Programme and focussed on building a training platform on ALDO (Aberdeenshire
Learning and Development Online) to ensure that the trauma informed practice toolkit
is available and can be well utilised. The Aberdeenshire ALDO trauma training page
was launched in September 2022 with an event which was well attended with the
Keynote Speaker being Betsy De Thierry. Betsy is a highly specialised trauma
recovery consultant, psychotherapist, trainer, and charity founder. This virtual event
was attended by over 300 council employees and the page was launched. The group
are working with health to consider how professionals within Children’s Services can
access training to achieve the Trauma Enhanced and Trauma Specialist levels.

The overall aim of this is to ensure that staff supporting care experienced young people
are as informed as possible about the best ways to support them and understand their
experiences.

Transforming Language and Record Keeping

In 2022, the Child/Young Person’s Assessment (CYPA) was updated to reflect
Aberdeenshire’s ambition that the language used and the approach taken maintains
children and young people at the heart of everything that happens. The changes of
the headings to being in the ‘first person’ reflect this ambition and are intended to
support an increased focus on the well-being needs of children and young people.

Online training on ALDO is now available to all staff working in Children’s Services
regarding assessment writing, and this includes guidance on the use of language. It
will be expected that all new staff joining Aberdeenshire’s Children’s Services will
complete this training as part of their induction process, resulting in all staff receiving
the same advice and guidance.

Aberdeenshire is committed to continuing to transform the way in which records are
kept and move away from stigmatising language including embedding the principle of
records as a letter to children and young people rather than written about them.

There are various examples of a transformative approach being taken in relation to
writing about young people and keeping records about them:
e On the children’s services social work case recording system, Carefirst, staff
have been encouraged to write their records to the young person, for example,
“| visited you today, we walked along the beach and talked about....”
e In Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes, daily logs are now written as a letter to
the young person rather than a record about them.
¢ Minutes of Pathways reviews for young people who have left care are written
as a letter to young people rather than a recording of the discussion of the
meeting.
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The planned next step is to evaluate the effectiveness of this. To ensure this is practice
that is being embraced by all staff, there will be upcoming audit activity to understand
the extent to which this new approach has become embedded in practice and any
necessary recommendations regarding improvement work required will come from
this. As part of this work, efforts continue to be made to identify ways in which
paperwork and office based activity for staff can be reduced to enable time to be spent
directly with children, young people, families and carers.

Subject Access Requests

The Data Protection Act and the General Data Protection Regulations (GDPR) state
that individuals legally have a right to access information organisations hold about
them. Such a request is known as a “Subject Access Request’. Care experienced
young people can make a request to access records held about their time in care.

When care experienced young people access their records this may contain significant
amounts of sensitive, and often distressing, information. It is therefore recognised that
a different process is required in order to offer support to access these particular
records compared to other forms of Subject Access Requests. In Aberdeenshire, a
working group has been developing a process by which legal obligations in relation to
Subject Access Requests can continue to be adhered to, while at the same time
developing a process by which young people accessing their care records can be
supported through this process.

Children’s services staff members with an interest in this area have been recruited and
will be undertaking an initial training/briefing with a view to this service then being
formally launched. Data on the uptake of this service and feedback on it will be
captured to inform future reporting and evaluation of its effectiveness.

Child Friendly Children’s Hearings

The Scottish Children’s Reporter Administration (SCRA) Route Plan and
accompanying more detailed Strategy Document explains how SCRA will Keep the
Promise. The plans link closely with The Promise Scotland’s Route Map which has
identified themes, activities and priority actions for 2021-24, aligned with The Promise
Change Plan with two key strands of Keeping the Promise in SCRA - improvement
and reform.

Reform

SCRA is engaged in the reform of the Children’s Hearings System alongside partners
and children and families. This work is being led by the Hearings System Working
Group. A categorised issues list was developed which breaks down the key aspects
of the Children’s Hearings System into a number of separate questions to support
consultation and staff in all roles within SCRA have been consulted. As a key agency
in the Children’s Hearings System, it is crucial to act on the evidence to lead and drive
the change that will make a difference to children and young people. Following a
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collaborative process to consider the redesign of the Children’s Hearings System, a
blueprint with proposals will be prepared to inform legislative change in due course.

Improvement
While this longer term reform work is ongoing, SCRA have started to work on the

improvement aspect of the delivery of Keeping the Promise straight away. Work is
underway to improve what is possible within the existing system and parameters and
not wait for the reform to be completed. The Route Plan details the activities that will
be focused on to make improvements. Work is already underway in planning and
working on the first activity in the Route Plan — Preparation for your Hearing, Options,
Choices and Participation. This is an area of work that has a lot of evidence and
recommendations to build from. This will see children and young people have a far
more bespoke Hearing. A new “Hearing About Me Form” has been launched.
Consideration is also being given to methods of participation and exploring video
content, as well as more creative options to participate. SCRA are testing out change
ideas through small pilots in specific Locality areas, before evaluating these and using
the learning from each project to ascertain whether they have been successful enough
to scale up and roll out nationally.

Bespoke Children’s Hearings

One example of a test of change being undertaken locally in the Grampian area is with
regards to bespoke children’s hearings. When scheduling children’s Hearings in
Grampian, Reporters/Assistant Reporters have liaised primarily with the child’s
allocated Social Worker, to gather information on the means by which children and
their families would prefer to join their hearing. Hearings have then been scheduled in
accordance with these preferences, whereby children and their families have had the
option to attend in person at a hearing centre or to join virtually from a location of their
choice. There are plans to build on the learning from this approach and a pilot is about
to begin whereby SCRA staff will make contact with children and their families directly
to discuss the options. Initially, this will happen for annual review hearings for Children
aged 12 and over. It will enable those children and their families to have a greater
input into not only the method by which they participate, but also to options around the
day and time of the hearing, who else they would like to be invited and what other
preferences they may have about the way the hearing will be managed on the day.
The information gathering form that will be completed with young people was co-
designed with young people and reflects the information that they feel it is important
to take account of.

Joint Training Events on Child Friendly Hearings

Last year, the first joint training event on ‘Child Friendly Hearings’ was held. The focus
of this was to bring professionals together to look at the ways hearings had changed
during the pandemic and how these could be re-focused on the child. The ambition
was to make hearings a less intimidating and more trauma informed, child friendly
environment. Further virtual sessions on Child Friendly Hearings have been held this
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year and shared learning opportunities have progressed a step further by holding the
first multi-agency, in-person mock hearing session. This has enabled newly qualified
and Social Workers in training, panel members and other professionals to have an
opportunity to observe a Children’s Hearing and ask questions about what they
observed, thus preparing them for attending live Children’s Hearings further down the
line.

Priority 7: You will have access to the support you need to thrive educationally,
physically, and emotionally.

The Promise in Schools / Virtual Head Teacher
Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting plan recognises that the Promise does not relate

solely to the care young people are receiving when they live away from home. There
are a number of calls to action within the Promise which relate to education:

Care experienced children and young people will receive all they
need to thrive at school. There will be no barriers to their
engagement with education and schools will know and cherish
their care experienced pupils.

School improvement plans will value and recognise the needs of
their care experienced pupils with robust tracking of attendance
and attainment so that support can be given early.

Care experienced young people will be actively participating in all
subjects and extra-curricular activities in schools.

The formal and informal exclusion of care experienced children
from education will end.

Schools will support and ensure care experienced young people
go on to genuinely positive destinations, such as further education
or employment.

These are challenging areas to address and require multi-agency collaboration rather
than the responsibility sitting in just one place. Aberdeenshire has employed a Virtual
Head Teacher for Care Experienced Young People to support the collective work in
addressing these areas. The postholder has moved on to a new post during the
reporting period, however recruitment has taken place for a replacement.

In relation to the areas above:

e All schools are challenged to ensure that their improvement plans fully
reference the Promise and the actions which are required as part of this. The
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Gordon Schools in Huntly has agreed to be a pilot site to test out inclusion of
this within their improvement plan. If successful this could be scaled to other
schools in Aberdeenshire.

¢ In recognition of the unique experience of looked after children, Aberdeenshire
has been supporting the development of “Care Groups” within schools. These
have become well established in Mackie Academy and the Gordon Schools,
and support is underway to develop these in Meldrum and Inverurie Academies.
A group is also being supported to become established at a primary school in
Inverurie.

e Attendance for care experienced young people in Aberdeenshire’s schools for
2021-22 was 90.2%, compared to an Aberdeenshire-wide average of 92.4%.
While there is some work to do in this area, it is heartening that there is not
significant variation in this area.

e 82.3% of care experienced young people went on from school to positive
destinations compared to 96.7% of their non-care experienced counterparts.
This indicates that further work in this area is required.

e Exclusion rates for looked after children continue to be significantly higher than
for the wider Aberdeenshire school population. Although looked after child
made up only 0.79% of the school population, 23.3% of all exclusions were of
looked after children (209 out of a total 897 exclusion incidents, involving 143
individual young people).

Over the coming year there will be continued efforts to support schools in relation to
ensuring that improvement plans reflect the Promise, consider alternatives to
exclusions for care experienced young people, support the development of Care
Groups in a wider range of schools, and liaise with key partners regarding educational
provision for young people within Aberdeenshire’s schools. For example, the Virtual
Head Teacher plans to meet on a monthly basis with each residential children’s home
to discuss the education provision which is in place for each young person and support
any further discussions which are needed regarding this.

During the reporting period, there was also successful collaboration between the
Corporate Parenting and Early Years thematic groups to explore the expansion of free
early years provision for children whose parents are care experienced. This has led
to 2 year old children of care experienced parents now being eligible for 30 hours free
provision each week. This represents a significant positive step in supporting parents
who have experience of care. It will be possible to capture figures regarding the uptake
of this provision for future reporting.

Our Family Firm

Aberdeenshire’s Our Family Firm provides flexible work placements, employability
skills, plus support and opportunities for young people who are care experienced. In
2022, the number of referrals received, returned to pre covid levels, but their level of
complexity increased and finding suitable placements remains an ongoing challenge.
As a result, Our Family Firm has adapted to address this change. This includes
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increasing the number of initial meetings, virtual meetings, taster visits, and
independent travel skills before embarking on a short-term limited placement which
once complete can then be extended.

Our Family Firm continues to work in partnership with third sector agencies and SDS
(Skills Development Scotland) to identify opportunities and help implement positive
next steps. In terms of SDS this has been particularly helpful locally and gives the
opportunity to link young people who are looked after outwith Aberdeenshire with their
local SDS contact.

The introduction of Foundation Apprenticeships within schools has limited the number
of placements available, so monthly meetings now take place with the Foundation
Apprenticeship Team, to explore, share and support any opportunities which may be
available for care experienced young people.

In January, this year Our Family Firm welcomed a Post Graduate Social Work Student
from RGU. The placement was for sixteen weeks and during this time the student
engaged in all aspects of the project. In practical terms, from the receipt of the referral,
to meeting the young person, identifying a placement, engaging with other agencies,
reviewing, and completing the placement, to exploring next steps. In service
improvement terms, the student was involved in updating Our Family Firm leaflets with
the input of young people.

CASE STUDY

Stephen is fifteen years old and currently attends school. He recently completed a
work placement at a local garage and a further placement at another garage has
been arranged for later this year.

Stephen’s referral stated that he enjoyed practical tasks, had some experience with
vehicles and was keen to become a mechanic. Following contact with a local garage,
an initial visit was arranged, and a start date confirmed. The practical details of the
placement were then organised, P.P.E. (Personal Protective Equipment) coveralls,
protective footwear, protective glasses plus transport details. Stephen was keen to
improve his travel skills and a plan was put in place to support this.

The placement went well. Stephen said he enjoyed having the opportunity to work on
a variety of vehicles and got on well with the staff. He received very positive feedback
from the placement supervisor who said he would be happy to provide a reference
for him. Stephen also improved his travel skills and after two travel training sessions
was happy to travel independently. At his request, a further placement at a different
location has been identified and will be completed before he returns to school for his
final year.
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Our Family Firm has also recently updated its recording system and all referral
information is now stored in a central point using Microsoft Power Bl. The feedback
form for young people is in the process of being added to this programme and a new
feedback form for placement providers is under development. This will allow all
information to be available and accessible in one area and will help us identify areas
of need and improvement within the service.

This year there have been 47 referrals for young people between the ages of fourteen
and twenty plus years old. Of these, 19 identified as female and 28 as male. There
has been an increase in referrals for fourteen-year-olds and this can present difficulties
as some placements have age restrictions.

14 13
12 11
10 9
8
8
6
4 3 3
2 IIII IIII
0
preparing in placement on hold complete created but did not
young person did not progress

progress

Breakdown of status of young people referred to Our Family Firm in 2022-23

The majority of the young people referred are between fifteen and sixteen years old
but there has also been an increase in seventeen to eighteen years and nineteen to
twenty-year-olds which may be as a result of COVID and young people having missed
out on opportunities such as this while at a younger age during the pandemic.

Widening Access Opportunities in Further and Higher Education

Aberdeenshire’s  Corporate  Parenting
Leads Group is attended by %

. . NORTH EAST
representatives of the three local higher  seorian g

and further education establishments: ARFEOEEN

North East Scotland College, University of Aberdeen and the Robert Gordon
University. All of these members contribute to Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting
plan. As noted previously, a Twilight event was held with NESCol and there are plans
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for a further joint event with University of Aberdeen and RGU. There is close
partnership working to ensure that young people who are care experienced have the
same opportunities to access higher and further education as their non-care
experienced counterparts.

Working closely with Skills Development Scotland, NESCol and SDS carefully plan
and manage support offered to Care Experienced School Pupils looking to progress
into College. SDS will support young people in their school setting to get to know key
staff at NESCol who can support their transition. SDS School Staff have access to the
applicant booking system to book tours at NEScol for their young people. Key contacts
are normally the Care Experienced Lead, Student Funding Manager and Student
Advice and Support Team.

All new Care Experienced applicants are contacted by the Student Advice and Support
Team at North East Scotland College and offered support to enable a successful
transition into College Life. Conversations with the Student Advice and Support Team
begin at offer stage, helping Care Experienced Applicants/Students familiarise
themselves with the staff, the buildings and systems. Between May and August 2022
over 200 new Care Experienced Applicants were contacted and offered additional
support prior to the start of term.

NESCol’s S.P.A.C.E. IStudent

T Platform for All our Care Experienced)
ggg[gggﬂ, “Applicants’ Take Over” sessions
were offered in June to for Care

' Our NESCol SPA.CE  Eyperienced Applicants. 40 young
Applicant Take-Over people attended these sessions along
Tassiay 14 line cies with their plus ones. These two hour

To Gk e g sessions were designed to

contact: careexperience@nescol.ac.uk

encourage, motivate and inform
learners of their next steps and
enable a smooth transition into college life. Applicants were provided with a Student
Funding Workshop, campus tour, and information from both Student Support and the
Students’ Association. Applicants and their plus ones enjoyed coffee in the social
spaces during the session, allowing them to feel at ease in these spaces on campus.
Online sessions were offered separately for those who did not/could not attend the live
sessions. Feedback on the whole was very popular with applicants finding the
sessions supportive. The most sought after sessions were on student funding.

The University of Aberdeen provides a targeted programme for young people eligible
for widening access opportunities, including those who are care experienced, to find
out more about university study. Opportunities are promoted to guidance teachers
across Aberdeenshire’s schools and travel bursaries are available to help young
people access any in-person opportunities.

All three establishments provide a variety of widening access supports to care

experienced young people such as advice and support to students, pre-entry advice,
guaranteed interviews.
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Financial Support to Care Experienced Young People in Further and Higher Education

As corporate parents, Aberdeenshire is committed to ensuring that young people are
supported by us in the same way that non-care experienced young people would be
supported by their parents. For example, Aberdeenshire Council commits to paying
for the accommodation costs of young people who are at college or university in the
same way that other parents would do for their children.

Young people who are care experienced are eligible to receive a care experienced
bursary while studying, which provides significant support.  Additionally, Care
experienced young people on both further education and higher education courses
have the opportunity to apply for additional financial support from North East Scotland
College when studying there. This ranges from travel and course materials for anyone
on a further education course, to awarding discretionary funds to help any student who
is able to show that they are in financial hardship. The discretionary funds are cash
limited, and are awarded on a case by case basis. The University of Aberdeen offers
care experienced applicants the opportunity to apply for a range of entrance
scholarships valued at up to £5000 per year of study and year-round accommodation
is available. Care experienced applicants are also eligible to apply for funding to attend
events such as Offer Holder Day in the form of travel and accommodation bursaries.
For students that require extra financial support whilst at university, discretionary
funding is available. In Summer 2022 the university also offered bursaries sponsored
by Santander to enable care experienced students, and other widening access groups,
to take part in a study abroad experience. The Robert Gordon University offers
financial support to students to attend open days and has a discretionary fund for one-
off and unforeseen circumstances.

Looked After Child Medicals

Ensuring that babies, children and young people who become looked after have all of
their health needs met is a key area of focus in Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting
plan. The target in Aberdeenshire is that a looked after medical takes place within 8
weeks for at least 70% of those who become looked after. In 2022-23 this target was
almost reached — 68% of assessments were completed within 8 weeks. This
represents 83 out of 122 babies, children and young people. This is slightly down on
the figure of 76% in the previous reporting period (2021-22).

To support improvement in this area, a number of recent developments have taken
place, which it is anticipated will allow for reporting of increased figures in future years:
e Social work admissions to care spreadsheet is now shared with the Looked
After Nurse, enabling identification at an early stage of any referrals for a looked
after medical which have not been received.
e A review has taken place within children’s services social work of the process
by which a referral is made for a looked after medical and refreshed guidance
has been issued to staff.
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e In recognition of research which indicates that children and young people who
are looked after at home often have the poorest outcomes, and in response to
data which has indicated a lower uptake of medicals for children who become
looked after at home, an improvement project has been completed. This has
led to a new approach whereby rather than waiting for a referral from social
work to be received, as soon as the Looked After Nurse becomes aware of a
child becoming looked after at home, the paperwork for their initial health
assessment is sent to their school nurse, health visitor or family nurse. The
health professionals will then meet up or telephone parents/young people (who
have capacity to consent), to discuss the health assessment and ask for
consent to complete this. The hope is that this will not only increase the number
of children and young people who will have their initial health assessments
completed but that they will be completed more timeously.

Health Supports to Young People Leaving Care

In 2022 post graduate public health students undertook a project under the name of
"Understanding the needs of Care Experienced Young People as they transition out of
care”. The aims were to:

e Improve the practices that can contribute to the care leavers flourishing after
care.

e Give a voice to young people on their own well-being.

e Improve the health experience of care leavers

After researching and interviewing young people, the recommendations were-

e Care leavers definitely need more support in their transition out of care;

e Care leavers to be given priority status in relation to accessing health services
As a corporate parent the state has a responsibility to ensure that care leavers
get timely access to support that meets their needs

e Every young person who is able to participate in decision-making will be
involved in discussions and make informed decisions about their transition
process.

e A Named Worker who the care leaver is familiar with should be assigned to
support the transfer of every young person from children’s to adult health
services, seeing that they have all the information, physical and emotional
support, and personal handovers to adult services.

e More information and awareness on sexual and mental health issues, as young
people in care tend to figure this out on their own and are left very vulnerable
during the transition out of care.

e Creating a health passport that is readily accessible by practitioners, so they
are well-informed of the situation of care leavers during medical appointments.

e Providing an application/website specifically for care leavers where all health
information can be assessed and communication between the NHS and care
leavers provide.
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Avenues to implement these recommendations are currently being explored. An initial
bid for funding was unfortunately unsuccessful however alternative routes will continue
to be pursued.

Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaires

Alongside initial health assessments for children and young people who become
looked after, strengths and difficulties questionnaires are in place to seek to identify
young people who would benefit from onward referral for mental health supports.
Having increased to 47% completion rate in 2021-22, unfortunately the return rate for
guestionnaires in 2022-23 has dropped to 25%. In recognition of this, an improvement
project is planned which will include training for school nurses on the completion and
scoring of these, and if the scoring identifies the need, the process for onward referral
to Child and Adolescent Mental Health Services.

5.0 Links with Other Groups

As referenced earlier in this report, there has been successful collaboration with the
Mental Health Thematic Group in relation to funding for a Therapeutic Transitions
Worker. Additionally, joint working with the Early Years group has led to the
successful expansion of free early years provision to 2 year olds whose parents are
care experienced.

6.0 Children’s Rights, Engagement and Participation

Reporting on the progress of each of the areas of Aberdeenshire’s corporate
parenting plan evidences a number of examples of ways in which young people are
enabled to influence plans which are made for them, and wider service delivery:
e Continued provision of a children’s rights service, available to all young people
who are care experienced.
e The ongoing work on the implementation of the Bright Spots project.
e Twilight Sessions, where young people can interact with corporate parents
and contribute to service development.
e Existing Care Groups within schools, and plans for further expansion of these
into other schools.
e The Young People’s Organising and Campaigning Group, which continues to
work on their campaign in relation to stigma as well as contributing to other
aspects of service development.

7.0 Examples of Good Practice / Achievements

e Multi-agency contribution to Aberdeenshire’s Corporate Parenting Thematic
continues to be excellent.

¢ Following on from the very successful surveying of looked after children and
care leavers in the previous reporting period through the Bright Spots
programme, the results of this have been disseminated and used to inform
strategic planning and individual pieces of work to improve outcomes for these
groups of young people.

39



e There continues to be very positive examples of multi-agency collaboration on
individual projects to benefit young people. For example, between social work
and housing in relation to Youth Housing Forums and to develop the new
Stepping Stone project, to support young people to move on to independence.
Additionally, between children’s home and CAMHS to deliver monthly
consultations for each children’s home, and between social work and North
East Scotland College to develop the Youth Education Forum.

e There has been national recognition of the work that has begun in
Aberdeenshire’s Throughcare and Aftercare service to transform the use of
language and the way that young people’s information is recorded, with
positive feedback from young people about this change.

e Multi-agency Twilight Sessions have enabled care experienced young people
to engage with corporate parents and to inform service development, again
with positive feedback from young people about the opportunities offered so
far.

e A comprehensive review of Aberdeenshire’s children’s homes has taken place
and a formal removal of the option of physical restraint within the homes,
consistent with the call to action on this area within the Promise.

e A number of pilot projects are underway, in response to the call to action within
the Promise to transform the way that services are delivered to families,
children, young people and carers. For example, Family Group Decision
Making, Therapeutic Transitions Worker, Young People’s Housing Officer,
Therapeutic Fostering Assessment and Bespoke Children’s Hearings.

e The number of care leavers in education, training and employment has
increased from 43.9% in 2021-22 to 61.7% in 2022-23.

GOOD NEWS STORY

Helen Cox, a foster carer for Aberdeenshire for nearly 50 years was the winner of an
Inspiring Aberdeenshire Award in October 2022. Helen was described by the judges
as a “true local champion” in working with and supporting vulnerable children.

Helen came into her role almost by accident. Her daughter had made friends with a
girl at school who was living in a children’s home in Rhynie and asked if she could
come to stay for a weekend. This young girl then ended up coming and living with
them for two years. She and her late husband progressed into short breaks and
emergency care to make sure that the children were getting to do things that they
might not normally do and were enjoying themselves in a safe environment.

She has gone over and above for the children in her care and this desire to provide
support is what led her son to support children’s panels — proof that desire to care can
be passed down a family line.
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8.0 Any areas of development identified from annual review of progress/self-
evaluation.

Through the above reporting on the areas of Aberdeenshire’s corporate parenting
plan, it is possible to identify the following areas where further work is required:

Exclusion rates of care experienced young people within Aberdeenshire’s
schools.

Universal completion of the Coming Into Care and Moving Placements checklist
each time a young person comes into care / moves to a new place to live.
Reconsideration of the Digital Platform for care experienced young people, with
an emphasis on further consultation with young people about the form this
should take.

Improved completion of Strengths and Difficulties questionnaires as part of the
looked after child medical process.

Further consideration of the next steps for the ASPEN project, providing
intensive supports to families.

9.0 Conclusion and Next Steps

In addition to the areas for development above, the ambitions of the group over the
next reporting period are:

Continue to respond to and implement the findings of the Bright Spots surveys
through the projects which have begun in response to what young people
reported through the surveys.

Having heard the voices of children and young people over the age of 4, the
group are keen to consider creative ways in which the views of children younger
than this age can be listened to and responded to.

Following the completion of the review of Aberdeenshire’s children’s home, a
comprehensive review will now be undertaken of Aberdeenshire’s fostering
service.

Evaluating the effectiveness of the various pilot projects which are underway to
support care experienced young people and next steps for these.

Holding a Celebrating Success event to recognise the remarkable
achievements of Aberdeenshire’s care experienced young people, building on
the success of the previous event held in 2018. It is anticipated this will take
place in October 2023.

RO &0

Andrew Dick

Social Work Manager (Corporate Parenting)

On behalf of the Corporate Parenting Leads Group
May 2023

* The names of young people have been changed for reasons of confidentiality.
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